In his speech to a group of high school students, Nelson Mandela referred to the power of education to instigate change. I am an academic and I firmly believe in the power of education to change practice, perceptions and beliefs. Education provides us with the ability to challenge, innovate, develop and lead. It is not just about the acquisition of knowledge; it is empowering, and it enables us to make changes. Education is essential if health care delivery is to progress. Universities and colleges are recognised for the delivery of education, but academia is not the sole provider of tuition. Learning occurs on many different levels, in a variety of environments and has many guises.
My own learning journey began as a nursing auxiliary after leaving school with O levels. I progressed to registered nurse and registered operating department practitioner. In later life, I continued and studied for a diploma in higher education, closely followed by a bachelor's degree and finally a master's in education. I am not revealing this to boast of my achievements, but to demonstrate that education is accessible to everyone, no matter where you start, or whatever your age. I did not imagine this journey when I left school, but as my career in health care progressed, I had a strong desire to instigate and implement changes to the practices I witnessed. Education was my route to achieving this.
Learning gave me the tools as well as the skills to speak up and contribute to changing the way we deliver care to our patients.
Health care literature refers to the theory -practice gap. This is the difference between what is taught in the classroom, to what is being delivered in the clinical area. As a learner, I frequently witnessed differences between what was taught and what was practised. Sometimes the theory led the way, but often I saw how practice was also informing theory. Care delivery is dynamic and constantly changing; the only way to keep abreast of these changes is through learning and the use of evidence-based practice. This is an approach to providing care, which integrates experience and decision-making, alongside research (Aveyard & Sharp 2017) .
As practitioners, we have a duty to keep ourselves updated and informed, but just as important to disseminate our findings, to ensure that the whole team are delivering the highest quality and effective care. Ritualistic practices and sacred cows have no place in the perioperative environment. However, not everyone is able to attend an academic course. This does not mean learning cannot occur. Not all my learning occurred in the classroom. Indeed, much of it was acquired from practice and life itself. Experiential learning is highly valued and can provide access to courses when academic qualifications are absent.
As a newcomer to the world of operating theatres, I was on a massive learning curve. Observing role models and reading were essential to my development. The introduction of a journal club, where each month a nominated individual selected an article and discussed the findings with the team, proved to be a valuable resource and one which all the team benefitted from. I challenge you to pick an article from this month's journal and start the ball rolling. Who knows where it will lead? You may change practice.
Study days and conferences were also great opportunities to learn. Each year, AfPP provide a variety of study days around the country, covering a wide range of topics.
Attending these or even becoming part of a regional team and helping to arrange an event is a great way to keep up to date. The annual residential event in York also provides a wealth of study sessions, and just as valuable, the opportunity to network and share experiences with experts in the field, peers and industry partners. It's an enjoyable way to learn.
However, learning only occurs if there is an alteration of behaviour as a result of that experience. It may be that you develop a new skill or a new way of looking at a problem. It may give you the confidence to challenge existing practices. In the words of Nelson Mandela, it may give you the power to change your world of perioperative practice. So, what's stopping you? Pick up a book, read an article, search the internet but most importantly ensure you apply your new-found knowledge. You have the power to make an impact and instigate changes for the better. Enjoy your learning but be careful -it's addictive. Once you start you won't want to stop, the sky is the limit -I should know!
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